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James 3:13-18  
13-16 Do you want to be counted wise, to build a reputation for wisdom? Here’s 
what you do: Live well, live wisely, live humbly. It’s the way you live, not the way 
you talk, that counts. Mean-spirited ambition isn’t wisdom. Boasting that you are 
wise isn’t wisdom. Twisting the truth to make yourselves sound wise isn’t wisdom. 
It’s the furthest thing from wisdom—it’s animal cunning, devilish conniving. 
Whenever you’re trying to look better than others or get the better of others, 
things fall apart and everyone ends up at the others’ throats. 
17-18 Real wisdom, God’s wisdom, begins with a holy life and is characterized by 
getting along with others. It is gentle and reasonable, overflowing with mercy and 
blessings, not hot one day and cold the next, not two-faced. You can develop a 
healthy, robust community that lives right with God and enjoy its results only if you 
do the hard work of getting along with each other, treating each other with dignity 
and honor. 

  



The first year I led a group of students to the Northern Cheyenne Reservation in Lame Deer, 
Montana was the first time I’d ever been to an Indigenous-American Reservation. Many of you 
have heard me tell the story of my reaction when I arrived: Things were in such a state that I felt 
as though I was entering third (or at least a second)-world country. So much so that in my first 
interaction with a Cheyenne youth, I did the whole slow-loud talk so that he might better 
understand what I was trying to communicate. His response was a very calm and controlled (and 
clear), “We speak English, you know.” I’m an idiot.  

The thing is, I looked around that place and saw burnt out trailers, diapers and broken glass and 
other garbage everywhere, people…children strolling around dirty and barefoot, a couple run-
down businesses, broken-down cars, evidence of vandalism and drug abuse, overgrown yards, 
horses and mangy dogs running loose down the streets and on the hillsides. And I said to myself, 
we have some work to do here.  

We stayed at the local Head Start building – they had a little property with a school, a 
playground, basketball court, and another little house that they’d converted into classrooms. 
One of our crews was tasked with painting the little house and cleaning up the grounds. We had 
to clear brush, mow, pick up trash and remove whatever else we found beneath the all that. I 
was just praying for no snakes! Anyway, it was a job.  

I didn’t think there was any way we were going to finish, and I did not want to leave the job 
undone so I was powering through. We had to clean up this reservation, because that is what we 
were there to do. And I’ll never forget being in the midst of our toiling – the heat, the sweat, the 
filth, the rush – and looking over to see one of our youth playing. She was PLAYING! We were 
pushing through weeds taller than most ten-year-olds, and she over there playing with the local 
kids. I was furious! And I called out to her over the noise of the mowers, “MALLORY!” She turned 
and looked at me with the biggest smile on her face, and the little kids looked at me with smiles 
on their faces. And it hit me like a punch in the gut. I had missed it. I’m an idiot. I thought I was 
being so good, doing what God wanted me to do, leading our youth in the same direction. But all 
of my wisdom was based on a desire to accomplish something we could show others, an 
unrealized desire to rescue these people from themselves, from their squalor. Mallory saw what 
was holy. Mallory saw what was gentle and reasonable. Mallory saw what was pure. Mallory was 
overflowing with mercy and blessing. Mallory was treating those we were serving with dignity 
and honor. Mallory was working with wisdom, Mallory was being a peacemaker, Mallory was 
being Jesus; I was just mowing the grass. 

In sixteen+ years of full-time youth ministry, I’ve worked and built relationships with a bunch of 
really smart kids, many of whom have gone on to be way smarter than me, and some of whom 
were smarter than me to begin with. It’s not a stretch. But there is a big difference between 



being intelligent and being wise, between recognizing a problem and understanding a problem, 
between aiming toward a goal and an awareness that the target is not up there but over here.   

Author Jen Wilkin highlights the “sharp contrast James makes. Worldly wisdom and Godly 
wisdom are antithetical and adversarial: Worldly wisdom self-promotes. Godly wisdom elevates 
others. Worldly wisdom seeks the highest place. Godly wisdom seeks the lowest place. Worldly 
wisdom trusts in earthly possessions. Godly wisdom trusts in treasures in heaven. Worldly 
wisdom boasts. Godly wisdom is slow to speak. Worldly wisdom says trials will crush you. Godly 
wisdom says trials will mature you. Worldly wisdom says, “Seeing is believing.” Godly wisdom 
says, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed” (John 20:29). Worldly 
wisdom wields might. Godly wisdom works in meekness. Simply put, any thought, word or deed 
that compromises our ability to love God and neighbor is folly.” 

We can’t do what we do on a day like today, or any day for that matter, we can’t live a life like 
Christ, we can’t even live a life as a “good person” without wisdom that stands apart from the 
world. And we can’t be good people, doing the work of God, if we are not seeking to make 
peace, to live in peace, with every person we encounter through our work and worship and 
walking through life, through our relationships with loved ones and strangers, with enemies and 
friends, with the wealthy and the wretched, with the oppressed and the oppressors.  Barbara 
Brown Taylor says, “wisdom is not in the head but in the behavior. It is a way of life, not a way of 
thinking or believing.” 

We will encounter things great and small, opportunities to engage with the world through God’s 
love that seem both monumental an menial, but if we approach them with a Godly wisdom, if 
we experience them from a place of humility that extends beyond our humanity, rather than 
looking for the personal benefits, rather than adopted a “Savior” complex, rather than avoiding 
interaction with the very people we are to call brother and sister regardless of their station or 
situation in life at the moment, rather than seeing a project or a person as a waste of time or not 
hard-up enough to warrant our attention, if we do the “hard work of getting along with each 
other” and fully embrace Godly wisdom we will see One Great Day become another and another 
and another and another, until at long last there will be a generation who sees a “healthy, robust 
community [living] right with God and [enjoying] it’s results. And on that day the people of One 
Great God will usher in a new heaven and a new earth. Today, friends, we get to be one great 
part of that.  

 

CHARGE: “If any of you lacks wisdom, let them ask God, who gives generously to all without 
reproach, and it will be given to them” (James 1:5). Wisdom works, my friends. Go out and be 
wisdom workers. 
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